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Dodd: The Flags of the State of Florida

THE FLAGS OF THE STATE OF FLORIDA
by D OROTHY D ODD

The first flag of the State of Florida was flown
for the first and, so far as is known, for the last
time on June 25, 1845. The raising of the state and
national banners, closing the ceremonies marking
the inauguration of William D. Moseley as first
governor of the State of Florida, on the east portico
of the recently completed capitol, was accompanied
by a twenty-eight-gun salute. The band then played
“Yankee Doodle." 1
The flag, not officially adopted, had been prepared
by a number of citizens of Tallahassee, with the
sanction of Governor Moseley. It was described as
follows by the Floridian of June 28, 1845 : “The
Colors display as their Union the flag of the United
States-‘the glorious stripes and stars’ 2 - and are
composed of five horizontal stripes-the first Blue,
- second Orange - third Red - fourth White - fifth
Green. On the centre of the second stripe is a white
scroll, on which is inscribed the motto- ‘Let us
alone.’" 3
No one seems to have objected to the rather bizarre color combination, but the motto raised a furor.
The Whigs charged that “Let us alone” was a
party motto, “now about being foisted upon this
4
The Floridian, a DemoState” by the Democrats.
1. Florida Sentinel, July 1, 1845.
2. There were twenty-six stars at that time. The twenty-seventh
star, for Florida, was added on July 4, 1845.
3. Quoted ibid. According to T. Frederick Davis, “Pioneer Florida: Admission to Statehood, 1845,” Florida Historical Quarterly, XXII (Jan. 1944), 137, contemporary accounts varied
as to the sequence of colors in the flag. “The editor of the
Star (Tallahassee) suggested they were intended to represent
youth, energy, purity, etc.”
4. Florida Sentinel, July 1, 1845.
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cratic organ, seeking to refute this, claimed that
it was “the substance of the answer of the French
manufacturers of Lyons, to the French minister of
Finance (Colbert), when he asked what they wished
the Government to do for them.” 5 To which the
Whig Sentinel rejoined, if its origin was sought it
would be found to be “the frantic exclamation of
an ‘unclean spirit’ to our Saviour.” (Mark 1:24.) 6
On the morning of the inauguration, James E.
Broome, chairman of the citizens’ committee of arrangements for the ceremonies, had presented the
flag to the governor elect and the joint legislative
committee on the inauguration. This committee
promptly introduced, a resolution in both houses
providing, “That the Colors now presented be the
Colors of the State of Florida, till changed by law,
and that the same be placed over the Speaker’s
chair of the House of Representatives." 7 The
House at once adopted the resolution, as well as a
resolution of thanks “to the patriotic citizens of
Tallahassee for the present of a stand of colors for
the State of Florida." 8
But the Whigs in the Senate, though in the minority, succeeded in having consideration of the
resolution deferred from day to day. On June 27,
R. B. Haughton, “after briefly stating his objections to the motto, appealed to the liberality of the
majority for further time, in order to propose a
substitute.” George S. Hawkins replied “that there
was no disposition to press the matter too urgently;
but if it was procrastinated, the gentleman should
obligate himself to show a better. Mr. Haughton
5. Quoted ibid.
6. Ibid., July 15, 1845.
7. Florida Senate, Journal, 1845, p. 8; Florida House of Representatives, Journal, 1845, p. 10.
8. Ibid., p. 11.
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thought this could easily be done and he would undertake it." 9
The resolution was again debated on July 2, when
a number of devices were suggested. When Haughton proposed “a magnolia with a rattlesnake entwined around its trunk, with an English motto
which we (the editor of the Sentinel) have forgotten,” Hawkins approved the device but suggested
“Let us alone” as an appropriate motto. Among
other suggestions were, “A single Live Oak, with
the motto, ‘Robore, sicut fronde perennis,' - in
strength as in verdure perpetual,” and “a Live
Oak upon a craggy beach, against which the surfs
of a raging sea are beating, and in the distance a
view of the tempestuous ocean, with the motto, ‘The
same in sunshine as in storm.’ " 10 No agreement
being reached, the resolution was referred to a
select committee, which failed to make a report on it.
At the adjourned session, which began in November, the Senate, by a vote of 8 to 5, “consented to
and adopted” the flag and its motto “as the Flag
of the State of Florida." 11 The Senate’s action was
embodied in a Senate resolution, whereas the
House’s approval had been expressed in a joint
resolution. “Therefore,” the Florida Sentinel
pointed out, although both houses have passed
upon this motto, and approved it, yet for want of
attention to the matter of form, it has not been
legally adopted, and is not the motto of the State." 12
Whether legally adopted or not, presumably the
flag thereafter gathered dust over the speaker’s
chair, for we hear no more of it.
In any event, this flag was hardly appropriate as
9. Florida Sentinel, July 1, 1845.
10. Ibid., July 8, 1845.
11. Florida Senate, Journal, 1845 adj. sess., pp 170, 199, 200.
12. Florida Sentinel, Jan. 6, 1846.
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an emblem for the “independent nation” of Florida
of 1861, for it bore as its union the stars and stripes
of the Union of States from which Florida seceded.
On November 30, 1860, the day on which Governor
Madison S. Perry signed the act calling the secession Convention, George W. Call, who had introduced it, introduced a bill to provide for a state
uniform and flag. 13 The warlike implications of the
measure were unmistakable, and four senators
voted against its passage on December 1. 14 As both
houses adjourned on that day to await the action
of the Convention, the bill was not considered in the
House until after the state had seceded.
Unofficial Flags of 1861

Unofficial “secession flags” were flying in many
parts of Florida even before formal action had been
completed to summon the Convention. 15 The emotional tension incident to Florida’s withdrawal
from the Union and her brief period of “nationhood,” before she became a member of the southern Confederacy, demanded banners. At least three
semi-official flags figured in ceremonies during this
time.
Anticipating secession, the “Ladies of Broward’s
Neck,’’ in Duval county, presented to Governor
Perry, “through one of their number (Miss Helen
Broward) . . . a flag with such devices as they deem
appropriate to the Occasion, which they hope will
meet with the approbation of his Excellency, the
Governor Elect, and th[e] State Convention soon
to assemble at the Capitol." 16 In acknowledging
“the receipt of the beautiful States Rights flag,”
Governor Perry wrote: “It is indeed appropriate
13. Florida Senate, Journal, 1860, p. 42.
14. Ibid., p. 60.
15. National Intelligencer, Dec. 1, 1860.
16. The Ladies of Broward’s Neck to M. S. Perry, Dec. 28, 1860.
John C. McGehee MSS, privately owned.
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to the occasion which has induced its presentation;
and you have only anticipated by a few days, the
proud position of our beloved commonwealth by
placing Florida under the symbol of a bright and
effulgent star by the side of South Carolina on a
field of azure which I devoutly pray God may fitly
represent the future serenity and cloudless sky of
Southern nationality. If however the black cloud
of war should arise upon our horizon and overspread our political sky, I shall . . . commit the flag
you have sent to the gallant youth of our State with
the assured confidence that they will . . . nobly
vindicate the truth of the patriotic motto which
your fair hands have inscribed upon its folds ‘The
rights of the South at all hazards’ In the pressure
of grave official duty I have only time to add that
the flag presented will be unfurled on all fitting
occasions which may present themselves in the
progress of the important and interesting events
which are now daily transpiring." 17
A “fitting occasion,” and, indeed, the one for
which the flag had been designed, occurred on January 11, 1861, when the Ordinance of Secession was
signed on the east portico of the capitol. After the
members of the Convention had affixed their signatures to the document, and a fifteen-gun salute
had greeted the birth of the new “nation,” Governor-elect John Milton, officiating in the absence of
Governor Perry, who was indisposed, presented the
flag to the Convention and to the people on behalf
of the “Ladies of Broward’s Neck." 18
Governor Perry’s letter of acknowledgement,
17. M. S. Perry to The Ladies of Broward’s Neck, Jan. 5, 1861.
McGehee MSS.
18. Journal of the Proceedings of the Convention of the People
of Florida Begun . . . January 3, A. D. 1861 (Tallahassee:
Dyke & Carlisle, 1861), p. 40; William Watson Davis, Civil
War and Reconstruction in Florida (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1913), p. 67.
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quoted above, indicates the design of the flag to
have been two stars on an azure field, with the
motto, “The rights of the South at all hazards.”
William Watson Davis, however, describes it as “a
white silk flag bearing three blue stars . . . for
Florida, Mississippi, and South Carolina, the states
which had quit the Union." 19 The seeming discrepancy in these statements is resolved by a description
of the flag, now displayed in the Florida Room of
the Confederate Museum in Richmond, furnished
through the courtesy of India W. Thomas, House
Regent. 20 The flag, seven feet two inches wide and
four feet four inches deep, is of white silk with a
dark blue silk fringe. Across the top, painted in
black letters, is the motto, “The Rights of the South
at All Hazards.” On the right side are seven horizontal stripes, alternate red and blue. In the center
is a circle of pale blue, two and three-fourths feet
in diameter, which contains three large stars, outlined in blue with red points and white centers,
forming an inverted pyramid. In the centers of
these stars are the letters SC, F, and M. Along the
lower arc of the circle are twelve smaller pale blue
stars. 21
19. Ibid.
20. Letter to Julien C. Yonge, December 8, 1944. The present
location of the flag was ascertained through. an unpublished
address made by Mrs. Nicholas Ware Eppes in 1912 to Anna
Jackson Chapter, United Daughters of the Confederacy, a
typed copy of which is in the P. K. Yonge Library of Florida
History, University of Florida. The occasion of the address
was the return of the flag, which had been taken from the
capitol by a Union soldier during Reconstruction, through
the kindness of Mrs. A. P. Hassan, of New York. A notation
states that Anna Jackson Chapter gave the flag to the State
of Florida in 1914 and that in 1917 the State placed it in the
Confederate Museum.
21. The third large star must have been added in Tallahassee
when word was received of Mississippi’s secession on January 9. The twelve smaller stars undoubtedly stood for the
states that were expected to secede, including the border
states of Missouri, Kentucky, and Maryland. Mississippi is
therefore represented by both a large and a small star.
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News of the passage of the secession ordinance
reached St. Augustine on January 12. According
to the St. Augustine Examiner, 22 “the report was
communicated almost instantly to the entire population, and there was exhibited a scene of intense
excitement never before witnessed by us. In approbation of the result, all the bells of the City reechoed in loud, long and continuous peals the feelings of a rejoicing public.” Later in the day public
ceremonies were held in the Plaza, where military
companies from Jacksonville and St. Augustine,
‘‘handsomely uniformed and effectually equipped
for any emergency,’’formed in front of a recently
erected flagstaff. After an address by Judge Benjamin A. Putnam, “the national flag of Florida,
wrought by the fair hands of some of our patriotic
ladies - whom may God forever bless - rose beautifully amidst deafening cheers and saluting discharges of artillery and small arms, and as it
reached the top of the staff unfolded gracefully and
expanded to a favoring breeze, bearing on its ground
the cherished Palmetto with an Eagle resting on a
globe and holding in its mouth the State’s motto,
‘Let us alone.’ ”
On the same day, January 12, Captain James
Armstrong surrendered the Navy Yard at Pensacola
to the State of Florida at the demand of Captain
V. M. Randolph and Richard L. Campbell, commissioners appointed by Governor Perry for the
purpose. 23 The Union flag was hauled down and,
the next day, Sunday, January 13, “a dingy white
flag” was hoisted which “looked like an old signal
flag with a star put on it." 24 Colonel William H.
22. Jan. 19, 1861.
23. Official Records of the Union and Confederate Navies, Series
I, vol. 4, pp. 17, 18.
24. Ibid., p. 28.
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Chase, commanding the Florida troops, immediately
took steps to replace this obvious makeshift with a
more suitable flag. By General Order No. 3, issued
January 13, he required a flag, whose design he
prescribed, to be displayed at the Navy Yard, forts,
barracks, and hospital in possession of state troops.
“Until otherwise ordained by the people of Florida
assembled in convention,” the order read, “the emblems of the flag will be thirteen stripes, alternate
red and white, commencing with the red, a blue field,
with a large white star in the center.” 25 On January 14, the commander of the U. S. S. Wyandotte,
lying in Pensacola harbor, noted in his log, “Florida
forces hoisted the American flag with lone star." 26
Chase’s order required that the flag, when hoisted
for the first time, be saluted with thirteen guns. 27
The Official Flag of 1861
Not until February 1, 1861, did the House of
Representatives unanimously pass the Senate-approved bill to provide a state uniform and flag. 28
The act, approved February 8, directed the governor, “by and with the consent of his staff,” to
adopt “an appropriate device for a State flag,
which shall be distinctive in character." 29 Six
months later, on September 13, 1861, Governor
Perry had the secretary of state record the description of the flag adopted in compliance with
this act. The flag is described as follows:
“The one half of the Flag next to the Staff is
blue: the other half has alternately one red, one
white, one red stripe. Each stripe (three in all) of
25. Ibid., pp. 58, 59.
26. Ibid., p. 210.
27. Ibid., p. 58.
28. Florida House of Representatives, Jounal, 1860, p. 232.
29. Florida Acts, 1860, ch. 1131, sec. 4.
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equal width and perpendicular to the staff. (The
stripes are the same as the Confederate stripes, 30
only they form one half the Flag). On the blue
ground, and occupying somewhat more than one
half of it is an elliptical band (the axis of the ellipse
in the proportion of fifteen to thirteen, the longitudinal axis parallel with the Flag Staff) bearing
superiorily ‘In God is our Trust’-Inferiorily‘Florida’- making as it were a frame for the Shield.
In the centre of the ellipse is a single strong Live
Oak Tree. Beyond it is seen the Gulf of Mexico,
with vessels in the distance. In front of and near
the foot of the Oak is a piece of Field Artillery.
Beyond the gun, and resting against the boll of the
Oak, is seen a stand of six colors-the Confederate
and State Flags, to the front. To the left of the
Fieldpiece are Four Muskets stacked. To the right
and near, balls piled, and a drum." 31
Governor Perry added, “The Flag has been deposited in the Executive Chamber.” Whether it
was ever raised over the capitol or in the field does
not appear from the records we have.

l

The Flag of 1868
The carpetbag constitutional Convention of 1868
was the first such body that saw fit to make constitutional provision for a state flag. The constitution of 1868 provided that the Legislature should,
as soon as convenient, “adopt a State Emblem
having the design of the Great Seal of the State
impressed upon a white ground of six feet six
inches fly and six feet deep." 32 The Constitution
further directed the Legislature, at its first session,
30. The “Stars and Bars,” adopted March 4, 1861, remained the
national flag of the Confederacy until May 1, 1863.
31. Florida Secretary of State, MS Record Book, 1845-65, p. 377.
32. Florida Constitution, 1868, Art. XVI, sec. 31.
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to adopt a seal for the state; of the size of the
American silver dollar. 33
In compliance with this mandate, the Legislature,
by the Joint Resolution of August 6, 1868, adopted
as the great seal of the State of Florida, “A seal,
of the size of the American silver dollar, having in
the centre thereof a view of the sun’s rays over a
highland in the distance, a cocoa tree, a steamboat
on water, and an Indian female scattering flowers
in the foreground, encircled by the words: ‘Great
Seal of the State of Florida: In God we Trust.’ "34
As this completed the design of the flag, the Legislature took no further action concerning a state
emblem.
The Constitution of 1885 retained the flag and
seal adopted in 1868. 35 By a joint resolution passed
in 1899 and ratified in 1900, however, diagonal red
bars were added and proportional dimensions were
prescribed to make the flag as we know it today.
Its formal description is as follows:
“The State Flag shall be of the following proportions and description: Depth to be three-fourths
length of fly. The Seal of the State, of diameter
one-third the fly, in the center of a white ground.
Red bars, in width one-eighth the length of fly, extending from each corner toward the center, to the
outer rim of the Seal." 36
33. Ibid., sec. 20.
34. James F. McClellan, A Digest of the Laws of the State of
Florida, (Tallahassee, 1881), p. 931.
35. Florida Constitution, 1885, Art. XVI, sec. 12.
36. Ibid., as amended in 1900.
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